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. Although English teachers have been blamed for,the °
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clinate of the day. The post-Sputnik era viewed education as a
function of active intervention, where the teacher ‘assumed a dominant
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Teaching as Intervention:
Saving the English Curriculum in a Time of Reckoning

Ll

F. Andre Favat
College of Education, Northeastern University.
Boston, Massachusetts 02115 -

At a time when the College Entrance Examination Board, the American College

Testing Program, and the National Assessment of Educational Progress all repart

that the verbal ability of the nation's children seems to be decreasing, it

. ]
sh/ d come as no surprise to those of us who teach English that we are.the ones

. ) //geing'sihgled out to feel the hot .breath of reckoning.

<

. Some~of this plight, of course, is a result of the usual misconceptions that

i o

arise from our being traditionall&,‘though wrongly,. charged with the sole respon-
* 1 . 3 * * ’
sibility for producing a literate citizenry,and some of it is a result of -the

public's persistent lack of awareness that verbal ability is a functipn of not. *
{

only school factors, such as curriculumkcoﬁtent and language skills instructjon,','

-
.

but of the ncnischoor factors as wé11, guch as the amount and kind of verhalizing

! +*

that occurs in the family and among peers, or the proportion of visual to ¢erbal
- Y

v

\ Stimuli in the- env1ronment ’ ’ : :

But most of ou{ plight §eems to be a' result of the growing suspicion among

our critics, and even among ourselves, that the decrease in verbal ability has

come about because of the displacement of the subject-centered curriculum of, the'

post-Sputnik days by the student-centered curriculum of the post-Dartmouth days.

CAEN
- « % -

Where once there.was emphasis on prepariﬁg students to function 1iie 1iterary

4
critics, on formal gnstrnction about\theories of grammar, “and on writing essays
4

on 1iterary topics, there i§ gow%%n attendlng to affective response: to literary

ps )
! [

works, the manipulations of practicalg%?etoric, and the writing in many modes for

many purposes. But while we may be taking pride in these accomplishments, there

4




is e increasing belief that the English curriculum tqday neglects the teaching

and learning of essential language skills and that it ultimately has negative

¥

effzcts on the d¥velopment of verbal ability. . . .

There is the great possibility, therefore, that as a means of halting the
\

. A
decrzases in verbal ability and of regaining lost ground, English teachers will
a LY

—
be farced back or will turn back on their own\Fo the sort of curriculumw that
~

prerailedylo to 15 years ago. Were this to h ‘pen,'howéver, it is(unlikely that

. . Vil .
the intended result would obtain, for @ms the éfguments below will show, the por-
tiq: of the decline in verbal abilityjfhat can be abscribed to school-related:
oyt -

factors is probably not a product of“our Eﬁglish curricula themselves, but.ratﬁgr
is a product of tte instructional strategies used to implemént these curricula, -

It is not that today's English curriculum is inimical\ to -the teaching and
g : g

"

learcing of language skills, but rather that in English, and/{n other curriculum

.
€

areas as well, the instructional strategies we have been using are inimical to the
teaching and learning of anything. If there are school related factors causing
soce of the decreased verbal ability, which we must be willing to admit, they

probably reside here, and our problems can be seen as having less to do with us as

__English teachexs thgh they do with us as teachers.

-
’

Interventionist vs. Non-Interventionist Teaching .

»
.

‘If there is anything that has sharacterized American education, it has been

its tendency to turn toward opposiEes. Whether it was Benjamin Franklin founding

r..

his academy with its practical orientation to counter the classical training of the ,

tinz schools, or whether it was the child-centered cuuriculum to counter the -

sub:gect-centered curriculum, it has generally been the case that our educational
philosophieg or modes of operating have been formulated as ;géctigns to whatever

philosophy or mode of operating.was currently holding sway."
L N
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A moment's reflection will show, moreover, thafjthe most significant of .

.
[N

these polafiﬁies can be described as those, such as the post-Sputnik English |,

durriculuma which Qiew,education as putting in, where the student is a vessel

and the reacher fi®ls him with worthy things, and those, such a% the pest- :

4
. . ~

O . . L. . .
Dartpouth curriculumy which view education as drawing out, where the %pudent is
- ' f

.~

a seed and the teacher provides the environmeng for germination. It is also the

- case that the putting in theories have been associated with the notion J% teach- .

: ing as interyention - that {Z; teaching where the teacher plays a dominant role /
1 . '

r

“«

in shaping the students'’ educati35§l\sf3fzience - while the drawing out theories

have been associated with the notion of teaching as non-intervention - that is

; < ,‘ f

teaching where the teacher\blays a much less dominant rble‘in shaping the

————

students' educational experience. .

. "
’ /

Unfortunately, it is an error to hold tHat one of these theories is inter-
P '

'

- " ventionist and the other non-interventionist, for the fact is that whether we

. see education as putting in or drawing out, we nevertheless, and in both cases,.

»

>

construct the apparatus of education s0 that as our studenmts engage with jt, they

/ \
will become discriminably different at the ené from thé way they were atythe

. . . o
beginning. If the purpose of both these theories; therefore, is to foster su

change in our students - to make them different when they leave from the way they

v

were when they came - then both are interventionist. ‘
C /
The naQUge of our.goals does not alter this fact. We may want our students

& <

to be able, after a sequence of instruction, to write‘wiig\gfnety percent accuracy

\ - -

four examples of the third person present subjunctive singular, or we may want
\ RS

them to become sentient human beings, respectful of all 1i§ing’th;ngs, and loving _ -
of one another, or we may want them to be both of these, or neitheri The point
is éhat no matter how liberal or conservative] idealistic or realistic, supportive
-/’
‘ _'or rejective, autocratic or deqopratip{’g;:;anistic or hqménistic, if we expect,
Y . 4

4
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or ;ven hope, that our stuiddents will be different as

rd

B

"our classrgons, then we mu'st ‘accept the fact that we are interventionists:

v Cognitive vs. Affective Environments . ' L

It is this fact of our essential interventionist nature that has been for-

-

gotten as we have moved from the posgt“Sputnik ‘curriculum to the post-Dartmouth
o o !?

A curriculum, . In ouﬁ attempts to humanize the curriculum, for instance, there

; ‘ .

has been Eaniderably less attention given to the cognitive activities in the
classroom than to the affective ones. Our attention has been greatly focused
on creating classroom environments where students are comfortable and not threat-

ened and where they feel free to speak out or write out with the fair assurance

that they will fin

guage-productions positively received.

This has been a most portant. accomplishment, but unfortunately it has .
b N

. . i
, brought with it myriad dj ficulties.m In previods times; when our students'

speaking or writing was faulty in its logic, thin in its evidentiation, super-

ficial in its ang}ysis,,or low level in its synthesis, these matters were brought
s . +

une&uivocally to their attention, and not having the refuge that our more accept-

.

LS
ing era provides for those who can but do not function by the cognitive modes that

characterize Western thought, they knew that they had to alter their performances
4 .

and deal Wwith the phenomena before them in acceptable ways. .
Today, under the influence of non-intervention, we have come to accept, almost

] . l
gratefu%}y, any student production. Presented with these sentences, "As I viewed

N !
/

each group of students, I noticed most seemed to be evenly matched based on my

familiéfity wfth ‘the students. There was one group though that was not benifitting

its memﬁéfs. This one group was formed of two disadv?nféged situdents which was

‘ .
obvious to all members of the class, " we extend ourselves to the utmost to extract

meaning from them;, minimizing the fact that each of these sentences contains a

f N -
certain disjunction between the reality of the situation and the words and phrases
\ :

chosen to repfésent it, and that as a result the meaﬁing of the piece hangs by its

- el ' L N
¥] : \
Q . ' , oo
ERIC . . ' | S
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very fingertips. Too often we have failed to press hard for the hard thinking

and rethinking that the revision of such a piece wéuld require and have permit-

t

ted students to continue in 2 manner that contributes to an erroneous notion of

the worth of their work and of their own powers of cognition. '

But teachers with any experience know that students do not want this sort

of disfwgesty in our responses. Students do want to know what is right and wfong

or good~apd , and those teachers who have in thése last few years continued to

work rigorously witR their students' thinking, under the notion that opposition is

«

true friendship, have heéard time and again - as they brought their students to

( :

some fundamental understanding which should have been an integral part of their

- +

intellectual funétioning for yeard but which was entirely foreign to them - ’

is also no denying that we have an instructional function that should take prece-

. dence. There are no gains, affective or otherwisk, when our nurturing stance denies

‘students the greatest potential source of a sense their worth and dignitxé

a" v

H

namely their ability to control their lAnguage. There are ?isizigs when our affec-

tive environments, for all their good intentions, create the“si#fuation where
intellectual development lacks emphasis and where;mute or mumbling our gtudents -

- stumble into the future, Student language productions need our best/érftiéal

input, delivered not as though we were Gorgons, but with the attitude, "Everyman —
I will go with thee and be thy guide, in thy most need to go by thy side." But

A4 Camy

3

that hand we place in theirs must not be flaccid,,.but firm. ot
{ v . - . , 4 ) /
Teacher vs. Student Responsibility ’ .

Non-interventionism has also led to our providing ouft students with increased

i
¢ 1

| |
; 7 \
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N

accomplishment, it is very much the case th

theirs, students do not necessarily m K complexity as soon

~ ‘.. .
’

as they have masghred their pre

s
their present.ievel of coneeptua11zat10n either beécause they are comfortable with

nt one. Instead they“will tend to stay at

doing overngd over}yhét they do well, or x se-because :pey do not know that

higher 1evels of conceptualization ex

engaged in creati their own comic books, for instanoe{\can easily

level of identifying and depicting their characters, and never move

1 of constr@cting a plot to enmesh these characters or of writing

tween thems Students studying Beowulf would not necessarily ’
- / .

/

know how /e;decided loathing for the monster there could be seen as somewhat

cnrious /even regrettabte3 unless they knew to try John Geldneris Grendel.. Some *
. - ' -~ .. . - ' ’

emember their mothers reading to them Kenneth Grahame's The Reluctant o

~

c Dragon, where the monster traditidm—is overturned, but there is no assurance that L

they would move to the broader perspectives of Tolkein's "On Fa{ry Stories," ~

- where there are spetulations about the nleasures which arise from readjng about \
/ , . //
% - dragons, but not finding them in one's o&n\gackyard //////’ //// .
"1/
It is here that we ourselves have failed to accept/tespdns1bllity for the
1earn1ng that//eeds to take place. We have often not ensured? through the materials

' ’

® we gather, the i structional sequences we arrange, the questions we ask, indeed

.t1re demeanor, that our students engagement with their subject is

1t+ke Sylvia Plath's camelia, open1ng flush upon flush, and that their levels of

b

. conceptualizatlo ““““ tike the rungs of a 1adder; serve not as.a place to rest upon,

but as the means to the neZt higher ones. / . -
« . s -
- - Some people will say that peop1e6i9/not learn in so orderly a manner,.and.
’ ’ ~ . + 1.
that learning is in fact accompanied by false starts, backf%ackings, dead ends,




oyledgd iy obtained. .

o

~ . o W .
sy O, : ¢
pe§$ggs1bg11ty for the right
. ) N e " W\ ' N o T ¢
functionlng of the in eractlve/envrronments that are's an integral part of .
» . ~

today's Engllsh curriculum. \We‘have succumbed too often to not interventionist

-
.

. notions that student grougf/will manage to create for themselves,'in one way or

another, a vfable modéQbf pperaning.. Thus

‘ N / »/
) ’

© student groups form themselves on the basis of re ationships out51de the classroom,

have encouraged situations where

or on racial, ic Qr physical attributes, where good discuséiqns seem to be a

[

. L]

- funt ion of student serendipity, and where students 'believe that learning

[ . - 4

. . , T
is always a social thing. ‘< - _ \\
It is essentia1' however ‘that we intervene ‘in the estah}1sh g of groups 50

L4

that their férmation is based on the principle that a group should be
of the larger context, with members of different orientations. Such an\approach

ensures a realistic environment, one that is extraplative to the real werid. It
v e .

is easy enough for. students to work with their'OWh; the task is €5'32“5313~t¢ work

with-tbpse who are not their own. ' =

- »~ e » -

- We ‘need tg take. the respgnsibflity for develhﬁing by direéet instruction the

A - . - .
cogn}Q%Ve and affective skills necessary for good diséussions. Well ié advance of

. - s
. e
- .~ .
\ - he ”

h group work, it is neceésary for us to put our students through preparatory

)

- s
- g B

‘a heigﬁtened,uawareneee where they realize what they are doing while they
* , <

. . . ‘Y /" . N R
"are doing'it Immediately prior to the discussion we need tb explore with the

£ s 0]
»
.
.

+groups the dime'31ons of the present dlscﬁssion and what its perimeters will beﬁ.

T : K Y
y}sting them for a 1 to see. During the discussion we wikl have to agt constantly




e

~1b dkpendenc1es o}ht@%‘group situation and.for creat § pfortuq1t1es for 1n31v1dua1

¢ N

~
e

- e
.

discussants the sgrts of awarenesses thatkhave heen previously

to keep befor

developed. . )
. o ..

at while we have responsibility for settfgg group

. ( \
We have to recognize -to

b

ing the crucible of'inte;action, we have %L

. ‘ .
‘exper?ces intp/motionhand for cre

attendant responi)P111ty for intervening and for mov1ng our students out of the
AN - ' \

-~

.
te }u\ b

%, -0 .
endeavor, for r1va reflectlon and soliﬁary {abor. When some new class enthp~.t
P .

-~

P v . [ 11 .
prise is as§1gned, pne\b{\hhe most* often heard student questé;ns is,-"Can we work
. ' 7 -
with-someone?“ It may b

QL KN ~

for us more oftén to ensure that group work revolves ound experlences that gre

- o ..

appropriate for group endeavor,, e;d;nd1v1dua1 work(cons

ts of ekperiences that .
. i
geAl1 ef ;hisﬂin a way:

~
N ¢

-
.

D , N .
are appropriate for .individual endéyver, and that we mana
.v‘ . . - v .

E

.

RIC
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ri .
-The Dartmouth orientation has encouraged jinformal writing and writing out on topics
o . .

- committed to what they are wr1t1ng, students wgll want to produce- the best final
= v .

that wili pattern studemt

ifferences. ’ Y
) (4

N

An Illust tiop, ‘W S f o . .

All of the above_ considerations cbme together in the foE@Bwing illustration.

. L u . .
. 4 . . ~ . ] , B

A ©

-

that are personal in nature. - Peer cer;ebting has. been established as a standard -\.

mode of opergtlng, and attention to mechanics has been informed by tQ@ notion that :

%

the flow of thought should take precedence and that hav1ng beeome.lnterested in and

-~

- ! ] *; -
versfons they. SEBf:\\__ . e \
‘This approach'has brought _us far more engaging writing,than we have seen pre-

.
1) v ¢

:

physdcal ﬂspects of Beau&ela&re or Poe, Bﬁt there is algo the situatien't

. * 5‘ ' . \ i ?
personal’ writing %pyarlably turns out to be almost entirely narratﬁve with events -’

« ¥ ‘1/“

thér, that the peer cQtrecEiﬁg may result in perhaps only .

~ \ . L '

" . . . . .

oo e T 7 .
-




are no be

3

What appears to be the failure of th#s Dartmouth or1entation, however is

-

not a function of| the Dartmouth or1ent;t10n itself, but rather is ?/function of
\

our implementatio

’

L

of it, where under Lhe influence of non-interventionism we

. havewfunctioned as\ though what we wapt to occur will occur naturally or magically,

. ﬁhen indeed;‘it will occur only with

N\ '

‘gtqﬂents drauing upon events in their lives will forever use narrative modes "

vt »
sunless we 1ntervene,and\help thdﬁkto ﬁgtcelve eventS{
i ’ 'z“. " e

categories, to arrange th\s revents 1ot merely

e greatest amount qf teacher intervention.

[
.

. —~~
. PR

]
4 T )
.

for ihstancé, 1n cqpceptual

\ "a ~ u" L] \ ) \‘-0 “‘
chronologically ‘or in“order :;F‘ et e

1 - -~

- (/‘ ’ ~

¢ ' importance, but in terﬁk of tbeir relationship to other events, whether it be by
- L9 . . '
. . ) |
. association, or by cause and effect, and so on. This sort of response from the
- . . .

® teacher will ensure that sucH writing, instead of being merely engaging, will -

. L. . , .

represent the students functioning at the very’ edges of their knowledge and ab111ty

+ . -,
» . ~ .

Peer correcting will yield few resulits unless, for instance, we intervene be-

’
[y

. i«
fore the fact with the clear establishing of criteria, intervene during the fact to

: [y ‘ . .
ensure that true dié&ogue is taking place, .and intervene af{er the fact to determine

4 N

wh&ther this effort hig had any effect &nd-no amount of casting students into

writings editing, and pub11sh1ng roles will 1mprove their mechanigs unless they
.. \g\

know where there is‘linguistic leeway open to (them and where there is not, and so

! we must intervene with direkt instruction, where the particular language skill'is

. first discovered or examined in context, then is isolated in a didactic exerc;sé\‘

.
" . . T f . . \

. .\//’I
p that teaches the principle or rule that underlies it, and then.it is practiced until ™

magtery is achieved. :

N
» . ,

. The\last point is important,

S~ A

hY

* ' -

.~

‘for repetition is the most basic of all learning

AN strategies, and 1f the f1r§t two steps of d1scpvery and isolation are achieved we .

+ - .
' M " ".“4

-

P

5’

‘can be assured that understandlng is present but magtery of use of the sk111 will

v, e *
s ‘ . N A R K . i - - -

‘. e \ . r ¢ .
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N

adult mpat1ence with practice be prOJected onto our«%tudents who,‘being young,

A !

onsiderable tolerance Qf and need for the’ repetition that w111 enable ,

N

have a

’

chieve mastery of whatever is befbre,them.
Y .o N , " . .
This' does nGt mean,’cf course, .the reinstituting of.endless grammar ex-
o\ \ — - ¥ ) Lo
ercises wi‘? their identifying of correct or incorrect f%rms;'it means the

.

- -

1

instituting of the actual man1pu1atrons of senfence comb1n1hg and paragragp
v /"'
reconstruction, the tinkering with sentences and %?, crafting of them in work--
4

- T \’

//ne/anoﬁher"s produetgpns, nov the
" .

-
., N

tical grammar; but’ the use

stud;nt s 1anw @petenc P

Though ‘the 1htervent1§alst.stance dr

MY ¥

< -
)

-

pr&gtical rh’fBric to form our

I'd [

~

fro! \\h rever we find 1t”/%ht authoritativeness can form the fo;;safions of
Q\ - ! )

d but utilized. There is no point in'being more experienced, Dewey once

:

to be their real needs.

orst of us, as-Yeats would\say, are¢ £0ll of passionate

.

4\ \‘ - ‘
keeg\the curriculum

if not enhapced, thed at least n

+
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